P revious issues of The Art of Health Promotion (TAHP) have addressed the important influence of organizational culture on individual health behaviors. 1, 2 This issue of TAHP examines the role of subcultures in wellness initiatives. This commentary defines subcultures, discusses why they are important, outlines approaches to measurement, and suggests strategies for fostering wellness subcultures.
Defining Cultures and Subcultures
Cultures are complex webs of social influences that shape behavior. Among these social influences are shared values (aka priorities), norms, peer support, leadership support, policies, resource commitments, and the overall social climate. A subculture is a web of influences within a cultural context that is at variance with the influences of the larger culture. For example, night shift workers often experience different cultural influences than day shift workers. Social expectations and support systems related to diet, exercise, and sleep influence night shift workers' health behavior. Similarly, employees working from home are less likely to be influenced by the subculture at the worksite. Household and community subcultures are more likely to be primary sources of cultural influences on health behavior for these workers.
In most settings, subcultures are formed around job responsibilities (such as management, sales, product innovation, production, etc). There may also be subcultures that are formed around work teams, shifts, educational backgrounds, income, ethnic identity, religious beliefs, gender, sexual orientation, and age. Subcultures may emerge due to regional differences as well as differences between urban, suburban, and rural settings. It is helpful to identify those subcultures that are most likely to influence particular behaviors. So, for example, work team subcultures are most likely to influence behavior at work (such as snacking during work breaks) and household subcultures are most likely to influence behavior outside of work (such as sleep). Many organizations benefit from wellness subcultures that have formed around shared sport and recreational interests. This would be in contrast to the subculture of smokers found in the designated smoking area. It's in the employer's interest to foster subcultures that promote health.
The Benefit of Adding Supportive Subcultures to the Health Promotion Mix
Health promotion initiatives frequently emphasize individual motivation, skill development, and personalized support. Health assessments, personalized feedback, health information, coaching, and training are core to many health promotion programs. This focus on the individual should be expanded to include efforts to shape the social context for behavior. The most likely benefits include:
Reaching the hard to reach. No sign up is required to be influenced by the subculture. People are influenced by being in the environment. Maintaining positive practices. In unsupportive subcultures, people are more likely to adopt new unhealthy behaviors. So, for example, lean individuals who immigrate to the United States are likely to gain weight. Wellness subcultures may sustain positive behaviors. Increasing lifestyle change success rates. Each year, many Americans attempt to achieve healthier lifestyles. Americans have a culture of self-improvement. Typical goals include eating healthier, getting fit, and managing stress. A minority of these efforts are fully successful. A lack of cultural support undermines these good intentions. A supportive subculture increases the likelihood of lasting behavior change. Enhancing the utilization and benefits of wellness programming. Subculture is likely to play an important role in determining how wellness programs are perceived. In some groups, wellness programs are viewed as an imposition and invasion of privacy. In other groups, wellness programs are embraced as a benefit that enhances health, teamwork, and overall morale. In addition, a subculture's formal and informal policies can undermine or reinforce program utilization. For example, informal norms for working through lunch may undermine attendance at wellness lunch and learn programs or participation in a lunch time walking group. A happier and more engaged workforce. In many workplaces, one or more workgroups have negative subcultures. In such environments it is normal to focus on what is wrong and to find fault even with good news. In such environments, self-improvement is more likely to be looked upon with skepticism and outright derision. In contrast, in a positive subculture peers would be an important source of inspiration and encouragement.
Research on Subcultures
The primary subculture of interest in worksite health promotion is the worksite. Studies of best practices for worksite health promotion examine strategies to create more supportive workplace environments. This research frequently excludes or controls for influences outside of work such as the impact of other cultural influences found in the household or community.
There are a number of studies that focus on the best strategies for reaching members of specific subcultures. For example, a body of research focuses on how to influence primary care practitioners to incorporate health assessments and follow-up into patient interaction. This research addresses the subcultures influencing primary care practitioners. 3 The impact of subcultures is often embedded in the selection of study participants, data analysis, and discussion of findings. Many studies focus on specific groups such as women, youth, elderly, or ethnic groups. Other demographic information such as urban, rural, household income, and education may also be identified. Although the term ''subculture'' may not appear in the research report, the authors implicitly acknowledge the impact of the subcultures on their choice of study participants. They are examining the needs and challenges faced by a subculture. Authors also use statistical techniques to reduce the variance associated with group differences (such as statistically controlling for age). In such cases, the authors are trying to disentangle those subcultural influences from their findings.
Seeing and Measuring Subcultures
Subcultures can be identified and measured using both quantitative and qualitative techniques. A survey can determine if a particular group, for example, the day shift and night shift workers, differ in how they rate aspects of their cultural environment. Such quantitative approaches would identify subcultures within an overall workforce. Follow-up interviews deploying a qualitative approach could examine receptivity to various wellness initiatives. For example, night shift works could be asked about barriers to healthy lifestyle practices and what the organization might do to show that it is making a serious effort to address their needs.
Strategies for Addressing Subcultures
There are a number of strategies for fostering subcultures that fully embrace healthy lifestyles. These strategies are unique in that are applicable to small groups. Subculture strategies include:
Fostering high quality peer support through the creation of buddy systems, wellness interest groups, and sports teams. Peer support is also enhanced through programs designed to help create supportive subcultures at home and in the community. Training managers at all levels in how to foster a supportive work climate. The goal of such training would be to empower managers and set standards for creating a healthy work atmosphere by providing constructive feedback, optimizing personal job control, and providing resources needed for success. Managers can become effective at fostering a shared vision, a sense of community and a positive outlook within their teams. Training and supporting executives, managers, supervisors, and union representatives to better support the wellness effort. These leaders can assist with: (1) tailoring and sharing a wellness vision to meet the needs of a group, (2) serving as wellness role models, (3) aligning policies and practices with wellness, (4) tracking and celebrating wellness, (5) incorporating wellness into the strategic plan, and (6) making wellness fun. Organizing and training wellness champions. Such a wellness leadership group can explain wellness offerings to groups throughout the setting. These champions can also bring feedback and varied perspectives to those responsible for managing the wellness program. Providing members of subcultures with information about how they are doing in supporting healthy lifestyles. For example, aggregate information about individual lifestyle change goals, lifestyle change success rates, and perceptions of cultural support can help subculture members to set goals. For example, managers and wellness champions must be empowered with information specific to their work group so that they can set meaningful goals and work towards their achievement. Assisting in the development of wellness value propositions that resonate with subcultures. While senior leadership may find economic imperatives most compelling, other groups are likely to be inspired by opportunities to improve teamwork, enhance productivity, avoid illness, and support others in their wellness goals. It is important to raise awareness about wellness benefits that resonate with the entire population including members of subcultures. Allowing groups to carry out wellness plans that match their evolving needs and interests. Those working in office settings may need to focus on how to limit the intrusion of communication technology at home and on vacation. Shift workers may be particularly interested in developing cultural support for daytime sleep and napping. Those working on a factory floor or in transportation may have need for fostering subcultures that are safety conscious. An annual wellness plan can be developed for subcultures. Each subculture may develop its own culture goal (such as creating a norm for regular physical activity) and strategize a step-by-step plan for change. For example, January and February would be devoted to analysis, objective setting, and leadership development. March and April would focus on informing people about goals and how they can participate. May through October would be spent aligning informal and formal policies and practices with the change. November and December would focus on measuring progress and celebrating success. Taking subcultures into consideration when designing and implementing wellness activities. Some cultural groups may, for example, have strong norms against completing the annual wellness assessment while others may have strong norms for participating in wellness challenges and working with wellness coaches. Lessons learned from examining these supportive subcultures could help inform efforts to build support elsewhere. Some subcultures have adopted policies and practices that are barriers to participation. Such would be the case in a workgroup that allows for half hour lunch breaks. A one-hour lunch and learn would be a mismatch for this subculture. Wellness programs could be adjusted to better match how these subcultures function.
Outlook
This issue of TAHP aims to encourage health promotion researchers and practitioners to address subcultures. Understanding the importance, definition, measurement, and strategies around subcultures are paramount to helping workplaces capture the power of our collective human nature. Read on for more information on how to use available assessment tools to identify subcultures and evaluate the influence of wellness initiatives on subculture outcomes. Case studies are also offered to demonstrate how organizations are incorporating some of the strategies listed above.
